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Abstract 
One of the tools that have been used in research on literary education is what are known as reading-life histories or the reading 
autobiography. In this paper we will offer an analysis and some reflections on the different ways these can be used, by 
drawing on a sample of histories collected from students training to be teachers since the implementation of the new 
university curricula within what is known as the European Bologna process. The findings from this analysis open up a range 
of possibilities in research and innovation in literary training. Based on their previous experiences and recollections as readers, 
such narratives provide us with important information not only about their reading habits both in their personal lives and at 
school, but also about their social and affective conceptions and perceptions regarding reading and literature. The reading 
experiences of future teachers, together with their capacity to make the contact with literary texts in the classroom more 
dynamic, are some of the challenges looming on the horizon that they will have to deal with in the near future.  
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As of the academic year 1994-1995, in the subjects included within the Doctor’s Degree Programme of the 
Department of Language and Literature Teaching up until today's Master's and Doctor’s Degrees in Specific 
Didactics at the Universitat de València, we have worked with all kinds of instruments and methodologies in 
order to carry out and demonstrate lines of research in literary education. One of the tools we have often used 
is the reading-life history or reading autobiography. In this study we will offer an analysis and some thoughts 
on their possible applications in literary education based on a sample of such narratives collected over the last 
five academic years, since 2009-2010, when the new degrees in early childhood and primary education, as 
well as the new Master's Degree in Research and Doctor's Degree in Specific Didactics and the Master's 
Degree in Secondary Education, were implemented. The findings are very revealing in terms of reflection and 
interaction and open up arange of possibilities in research and innovation in the teaching of literature. The 
pool of memories and experiences related with their previous experiences as a reader provides us with a great 
deal of varied information not only about the body of reading material they came into contact with both in 
their private lives and as part of their education, but also about their social and affective conceptions and 
perceptions with regard to reading and literature. 
 
2. Methodology
 
Our work can be included within the realm of ethnographic research in educational contexts, that is to say, 
where discourse is pronounced in the first person, and more specifically in reading autobiographies or reading-
life histories. It is a way to delve further into the memory, the experiences, the circumstances and the context 
in which not only the reading process but also its underlying motivation took place. One of the general aims of 
ethnographic research is, among other things, to examine behaviours within their context so as to discover 
what they mean, why they happen and the functions they carry out (Van Lier, 1988: 11). Thus, our interest lies 
in describing and, above all, interpreting the educational, social and personal phenomena surrounding reading 
and literature over time. We are even more interested in determining what repercussion they can have on 
future teachers.
For many years, research on life stories, conducted both epistemologically and in practice, is a widely 
acknowledged way to construct knowledge that goes far beyond being just a methodology to become a factor 
with a broad spectrum of perspectives from qualitative research in the social sciences. Nowadays, the scenario 
is complex, heterogeneous and interdisciplinary, and important lines of research and approaches in educational 
research have become consolidated facts (Swindells, 1995; López-Barajas, 1996; Chamberlayne, Wengraf & 
Bornat, 2000; Goodley, Lawthom, Clough & Moore, 2004; Atkinson, 2005; Bolivar & Domingo, 2006). 
The research orientation of this work consists in an analysis and reflection on what the reading experience 
may mean to students of the Degree in Primary Education and the Master's Research Degrees and the Master's 
Degree in Secondary Education. This information is significant not only due to its being a chronological x-ray 
of the path followed as a reader, but also as future mediators who will have to deal with this fundamental issue 
in their career as teachers. 
This same line of work can also include recently developed initial teacher training projects in which reading 
autobiographies have been used as a good instrument to compare the reading subject of each of the students 
with the educational subject they will find in their work as a teacher (Silvia Diaz, 2001a, 2001b; Cerrillo, 
Larrañaga & Yubero, 2005; Duszynski, 2006; Deleuze, 2009; Munita, 2013; Díaz-Plaja & Prats, 2013; Ibarra 
& Ballester, 2013; Colomer & Munita, 2013; Tabernero, 2013; García Raffi, 2014). In this mirrored situation 
of one subject and another, we have a game of identities where we can perceive the beliefs and knowledge of 
the future teachers’ literary training. 
Within this context, then, we establish the following aims:
• To obtain information about reading habits, beliefs and knowledge regarding literary education. 
• To confirm the link between the students’ reading profile and their beliefs and knowledge about 
teaching literature.
17 Josep Ballester-Roca and Noelia Ibarra-Rius /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  178 ( 2015 )  15 – 19 
• To analyse the resulting data, taking into account their future professional role as mediators.
 
We conducted an exercise in which students had to write life stories concerning their reading biography. As 
a result we obtained 406 documents from students in the second year of the Degree in Early Childhood and 
Primary Education, 68 documents from students in the Master’s Degree in Educational Research, and 50 from 
the Master’s Degree in Secondary Education, all collected from the academic year 2009-2010 onwards.
Five students representing a particular profile were selected from these literary autobiographies in the 
sample. Three belong to the category labelled literary, or avid, readers (good readers, readers with experience 
or strong literary readers), whereas the other two represent the paradigm of just readers (non-habitual readers, 
readers without experience or weak literary readers). This was carried out in accordance with the following 
characterisation criteria:
- Literary, or avid, reader: this refers to students who read literature for pleasure as part of their everyday 
life, and who mention a wide and assorted corpus with a minimum of three works or authors from the 
canonical literature.
- Reader: this refers to students who say they do not usually read literature for pleasure or who limit 
themselves to occasionally reading a bestseller, their reading being restricted to the compulsory reading 
included as part of the syllabus in their studies.
The main reason these were chosen as the parameters used for classification was purely pragmatic, since 
the information provided by our sample of reading-life histories includes characteristics that are very 
particular and specific. Students were given absolute freedom regarding the writing of these autobiographies, 
the only point they had to take into account was the fact that the description of their reading life must go back 
to their childhood, from the moment they remember being able to read or they were read to until the present 
day. The reading biographies are of course each different and, moreover, each of the participants highlighted 
what he or she considered to be of more significance. We were interested in analysing the discourse in terms 
of the readers’ self-perception, the everydayness of reading for pleasure and the reading corpus that they 
describe. The data were analysed following the semantic axis of discourse and content analysis (Mayring, 
2000).
  
3. Analysis
In the following we present the results for each participant (the names are pseudonyms), all of whom are 
teacher training students or have studied teacher training since the introduction of the new bachelor’s degrees 
in Spain. Three of them are students in their second year of the bachelor’s degree course and two of them 
study master's degrees: one in secondary education and the other in research into specific didactics. They were 
catalogued according to the profiles of readers that were chosen for the study (literary/avid readers, or good 
readers of literature, and readers, or those who read little literature).
Of course there are some differences between the two groups, but at the same time we also find important 
similarities shared by the five students taken together. Examples include:
- A resemblance that is marked fairly strongly by the social and educational context, thus making it a 
simple task to draw up a list of standard reading material in recent years, for both personal and compulsory 
reading at school (the book Mor una vida es trenca un amor by Joan Pla, the book The boy in the striped 
pyjamas by John Boyne, the Twilight sagas, Harry Potter, authors such as Enid Blyton, Ruíz Zafon, Laura 
Gallego or Federico Moccia would all be included). 
- Another similarity is the acceptance of the official discourse used both in society and in education as 
regards the benefits of reading and how important it is for the citizens of tomorrow, even though they are not 
good readers.
- One important issue we find in all of them is the fundamental role played by certain mediators, who may 
come from the family setting (parents, uncles and aunts, grandparents, etc.): “I first came into contact with 
books, an image now comes to mind, my mother and I on the bed with her reading me a story (…) it didn’t 
matter whether it was Christmas Eve, New Year’s Eve or Saint Joseph’s Day, every night she would lie on my 
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bed and read me a story”. Or it could perhaps be someone at school (certain teachers or a librarian). Neus now 
teaches preschool children and she does activities with her pupils that are similar to those that she remembers 
trainee teachers doing with her when she was a teenager: "Reading stories to my pupils is one of the things 
that I like doing most. Looking at their faces while you’re reading the story, watching them pull faces as they 
imitate what you do, seeing how they get excited with what's happening in the stories... This is undoubtedly 
one of the activities that we enjoy the most". She tries to convey the pleasure she herself feels from the 
relationship between reading and literature.
- One very interesting aspect is what we could call the reading socialisation of certain works among 
companions or friends that helps them to feel they belong to a group. There are a significant number of very 
particular socialisation experiences related to books and reading. An example of this is the case of Teresa. 
After several reading experiences that were anything but positive, she mentions how an element of friendship, 
of becoming a member of a group, can be a fundamental factor in taking up reading again: “We went to see 
the film, Twilight.  
That same evening on coming out from seeing it all my friends and I went to a bookshop to buy the first 
book. That’s how I started reading again. We all got caught up in that story and we would spend the whole day 
reading and commenting on the books with one another". They found that situation so fascinating and 
appealing that they would even read the book furtively in class: “We used to sit in the back rows so that we 
could read during classes, and when the films were released, we would all go to the cinema together”.
- Or the relationship and connections that continually appear among literature, cinema and the new 
information and communication technologies.
The main differences that we have observed between avid readers and other readers can be summed up in 
several aspects:
- The conception of reading and literature. This conception is rather deeper and more complex in literary 
readers than in those who tend to read only when obliged to do so. Habitual readers have a wider vision of 
literature and the range of literary genres, since they referred to comics, illustrated albums or graphic novels 
and so on, something that is more restricted in (ordinary) readers, who are in fact more conservative. And in 
some cases their knowledge can even be said to be precarious.
- Knowledge of the literary system. Readers have little knowledge of the literary tradition or of certain 
contexts of the canonical literature, both in the school and the social setting. They have little information about 
the social circuits of reading or books. In contrast, avid readers know the mechanisms driving the literary 
system and its spaces, since they use them on a regular basis.
- Use of their own reading background and practice for educational purposes. Those who read for pleasure, 
where there is an affective relationship between literature and reading, try to transmit this experience because 
it is the motor driving a similar relationship, and use it to build a tie between what they feel about reading and 
being able to transmit it. Readers, who do not feel this interest, of course never display it. But even they, the 
non-literary readers, such as the case of Sandra, express some critical and educational reflections on how to 
teach literary education: “The Quixote, a book I will never forget. I am quite aware that this novel is a classic 
that everyone should read at least once in their life, but you will also agree with me that this kind of 
compulsory assignment ends up stifling any motivation students might have had to read”. 
We also perceive several differences between the avid readers studying bachelor’s degrees and those 
studying master’s. Thus, postgraduate students chose books they would use when they have their future 
students in front of them; some even draw up a long well-reasoned list, with a clear idea of their role as 
reading mediators and above all of reading as a sign of personal identity that defines their life both 
professionally and in other areas: “I think that in some way or another they have marked me and that, thanks to 
having read them, some little change has taken place in my life, however small it might have been. (…) and 
that’s why, whenever I can, I try to get my pupils to enjoy books and to see them as little windows through 
which they can discover other worlds and create their own reality". 

4. Conclusions
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Extrapolating these data and findings to other studies conducted to explore the reading itineraries of trainee 
teachers, regardless of whether they are primary or secondary school teachers, helps us to establish their reader 
profile, which offers a complicated but challenging panorama. In contrast to what was believed, many of the 
future mediators are not expert or competent readers. The self-image of their itinerary as readers (childhood, 
adolescence and adulthood) affords us a retrospective look that can help them build their own identity as 
readers. 
As we said earlier the results are not positive, in fact quite to the contrary, and they reveal an important 
precariousness in the future teachers' backgrounds as readers. But this has to make us question the early 
processes of teacher training as a possible means to reach success in their future mediation in reading.
What it does show in a convincing manner, however, is the difference that exists in the ways of assessing 
reading, literature, how it is taught, children’s and teenagers’ literature or the differences in the attitudes of an 
avid reader and a reader as future mediators. There is an extremely varied universe between the attitude of the 
former and that of the latter. For this reason, it is necessary to point out, as has already done by others 
(Deleuze, 2009; Ballester & Ibarra, 2013 and 2014), that the personal reading and literary identity of a teacher 
has a profound effect on his or her role as a reading mediator.
Summing up the data and the information that we have commented on above, future teachers’ experience as 
readers, as well as their capacity to make contact with literary texts in the classroom more dynamic, are some 
of the new challenges looming on the horizon and which researchers in literary education will have to get to 
grips with (Silva Díaz, 2001a, 2001b; Cremin, T. et al., 2008; Ibarra & Ballester, 2013; Díaz-Plaja & Plats, 
2013; Colomer & Munita, 2013). 
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